DOCUMENT BESQHE 



ED 086 007 



FL 004 699 



AUTHOR 
TITLE 

INSTITUTION 

PUB DATE 
NOTE 



Ek, J« A. van 

The Threshold-Level in a Unit/Credit System. 
Council of Europe, Strasbourg (France) . Committee for 
Out-of-School Education and Cultural Development. 
4 Jun 73 

lOp.; Paper presented at a symposium on "A 
Unit/Credit System for Modern Languages in Adult 
Education," St. Wolfgang, Austria, June 17 through 
28,, 1973 



EDRS PRICE 
DESCRIPTORS 



HF-$0.65 HC-$3.23 

♦Adult- Education; Adult Students; Course Content; 
Course Objectives; Credits; Evaluation Criteria; 
♦Language Learning Levels; ♦Language Proficiency; 
Language Tests; ♦Hodern Languages; ♦Performance 
Criteria; Profile Evaluation; Relevance (Education); 
Standardized Tests; Student E^^luation; Student 
Motivation; Symposia; Units of Study (Subject 
Fields) 



ABSTRACT 

This paper examines the possibility of 
threshold level for the projected European units/credi 
modern languages in adult education. By threshold leve 
"a basic level of foreign language proficiency the lev 
no further levels could be usefully distinguished." It 
that the height of the threshold level cannot be deter 
basis of minimum language needs, because there is no s 
more or less definable minimum. The criterion ultimate 
that of estimated average study time. The threshold le 
in fact, the general proficiency level which the avera 
adult learner is expected to be able to reach in a yea 
the availability of adequate language learning facilit 
criterion for the content of this level was based on t 
usefulness for the majority of adult language learners 
majority of everyday situations. A more appropriate na 
level thus described (rather than threshold level) mig 
general proficiency level." (Author) 
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The th r esly Id-leve:;!^ In _a^.,urij^/c r edJ^ 

Obv work on the unit/credit system has been marked from . 
the outset by a certain dualism. The main effort has been 
directed towards c'.ef ining the princip?.es on which such a system 
should be' constructed , This has resulted in a set of proposals 
which, in • our view J wo^ld enable this system to be gradually 
set up, the outlines to be gradualJ.y filled in. This system : 
would bo highly innovativo and flexible;, solving the apparent 
paradox* of optimal indivldualisation combined with the fullest 
possible utilisation of mass-media. If the outline;^ appear 
stil3 to be somewhat vague/ this is due to the nature of such 
a system which should have the capacity of absorbing heterogeneous 
approaches appropriate to highly diversified language-learning 
condiGlcnS;, and which must be a safeguard against rigidity o 
Pew. prospects could be more deterring than that of a European 
language authority imposing: a x»igid Syllabus defined for once 
and for all and tiius impeding x'urther progress in a field which 
is 'stiir; in the early stages of deve3.opment o j - - 

In spite of these principles, ta which I fully subscribe,: 
I am nysGlf responsible fl'or a proposal :.which seems to be ' r. " 
diametrically opposed to our plea for flexibility and 
indivii.dualisation. I have even gone to the length of proposing 
a centrally controlled examination conducted along the same,, 
pr^ecisely defined lines all over Europe,; arid based on a -command 
of prescribed structure and vo.ciabula.ry 'lists c My proposal ..even 
implies .the harnessing of all Europeaji languages intc a single 
conceptual frameworiw . .. . . . 

In the first sentence, of my; introduction I spoke of a,^ . 
certain dualism in our work. .1 as^f^ume I have made it .cleai;' to 
.you'i just v;hat I ineanx by this. I .shall n/:)Tiy.. proc^-ed an 
account- io.'f vjhy ■ we . felt this -dua lism was aami^ssible and ' even 
necessary and to an attempt, tp demonstrate tliat the two '; ' ., , 
directions of . c/ar- wor\c are,./iifter all> not In* conflict with ' 
each other, that ^. on the oontrary, they are fully cpmpatibleo. 
I -bo pp. 1 sha-1?. be :^bl^.. to. Qonvinee you o?. chis, becar.se ori, ,...\ 
this basis .your 'discuassions during may bring lis 

much nearer to th3 realisation of the scheme u - ■■ 
Very.'SQon after the RUschlikon^SymiJOSium we decided on . 
the dual -approach .1 have desci^ibed because we. felt that our . 
wish. to de.yelop. a unlt/c.redit system as .an overall framev/brk, 
which would clearly be a long- terili • pro ject:, . should .not preqlude 
simultaneously, making a much more- concrete attempt to satisfy, 
a need' wtichi.was . pnly too apparent, and that in such a way ... 
that the .result of.iWha.t. was to- be a short-term project, would' 
fit.. into the; ovei^all framework which would gradnally"*.'ti\ke' 
shape- over a much longjsr periods Such a first, concrete step 
would, we hope, lead to, experimentation on a European scale, 
it v;ould enable us to gain experience with both possibilities 
and problems, of . internat.i.onal .schemes in' adult education before 
we woulcV have definitely; CGmmitted ourselves to more far- 
reaching proposals; f:*or the. -.unit /credit sy.3.tem as a whole, and 
it would serve to Indicate chat the u^oimdii^ aim of our work 
waSp after all;, an eminently practical one/ 
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In selecting a subject for this sub-project we took Into 
consideration that whatever language needs might be brought 
to light in further investigations and whatever sub-divisions 
might consequently be developed in the unit/credit system, 
this system would at any rate have to cater for the large 
proportion of learners who aim at general language proficiency 
at various levels. This meant that whatever form the ultimate 
system might take it would have to incorporate in one way or 
another, a number of general proficiency levels. It was 
recognised that the lowest of these levels would be of 
particular importance. "It might, in a way, be considered the 
basis of the whole system. In the first place, a very large 
number, probably the majority, of those desiring to learn a 
foreign language wish to acquire a general, non-specialised, 
command of the language. These learners would naturally pass 
into the unit /credit system via the lowest general proficiency 
level. In the second place, even among those who wish to 
satisfy more specialised language needs there will be many, 
if not a majority, who will seek to satisfy their needs by 
first gaining some sort of general proficiency, if only at 
a low level, and then branching off into more specialised 
directions. In the third place, a large proportion of those 
potentially interested in a foreign language will wish to ^ know . 
just enough of the language to "get by" in more superficial 
contacts with foreign language speakers. In other words, the 
provision of a basic level of general proficiency might 
completely satisfy the langiiage needs of many potential, 
foreign language learners. Finally, the generally recognised 
first levels of general language proficiency are, on the whole, 
considerably higher than what might be considered survival 
level. They usually require at least a few years of study, 
which is more than many would-be learners are prepared, or 
able, to undertake and thus deter rather than attract, 
especially the less strongly motivated and also, perhaps more 
important, those with little confidence in their own 
learning potential. Since one of the principal aims of the 
unit /credit scheme is to increase motivation for foreign 
language learning the prov'ision of a low level of general 
proficiency., requiring a relatively small amount of study 
time would be an important step towards reaching this aim. 
Moreover, many members of large organisations |or adult ^ 
education have already expressed a wish that a lower proficiency 
level should be set up than the ones currently recognised. An 
initiative by the Council of Europe would therefore stand a 
fair chance of being favourably received. This might, we 
hoped, lead to the introduction on a large scale of at least 
one part of the unit /credit system » 

We therefore decided to give some priority to the definition 
of what came to be called the threshold-level. This was to be 
a basic level of foreign language proficiency, the level 
^^below which no further levels could be usefully distinguished". 
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This sub'-project was assigned to me, while at the same time 
Professoi-* Wilkins undertook to investigate what was called the 
common grainmatical core of the unit/credit system, paying 
special attention to the threshold-level • 

la carrying out my task I was lea by what I felt to be the 
basic function of the unit/credit system: the promotion of 
adult language learning through the establishment, on a 
European scaD.e, of a system designed to ensure for each 
individual learner an optimal return for his investment of 
learning efforts'^ In essence, such a system would be a system 
of well-defined learning objectives derived from an analysis 
of foreign language needs „ Also, it would have to ensure 
recognition of individual learning achievements on an 
international scale, and it would have to be capable of 
establishing comparability of such achievements not with regard 
to a Gingle language but between all European languages « By 
thus giving meani3.gful direction to laarners' efforts the 
system would serve its main purpose: to increase motivation 
for adult foreign language learning c It would do so effectively 
by replacing, ois alternatively, by restoring ordor.into the 
present chaotic situation where there are hundreds of different 
certificates, granted on the basis of hundreds of different 
examinations. The validity of these examinations is, in most 
cases, highly doubtful j, and comparability of the diplomas 
is, on the v;hole^ illusionary. This is, indeed^ hardly 
surprising because the learning objectives operationalised 
in the examinations are usually desciabed with such lack of • ; 
precision that numerous different interpretations are possible^ 

My reference to examinations should not be misinterpreted. 
The unit/credit system is not to be a system of examinations 
but a system of learning objectives « It is my own view that 
the unit/credit system .will be all the more effective if it 
iicludes the possibility of . taking examinations and acquiring .. 
internationally recognised credits o In our present state of 
society thi.i facility may even be a pr.^requisite to its 
acceptance^ Basically, however., the provision of examinations 
is Irrelevaiit to the system as such. On the other hand it should 
be recognised that learning objectives and examinations have so 
much in common that in cei'tain contexts the* -two terms may be 
interchangeable c A learning objective specifies what a 
learnei* should be able to dho if, he has successfully completedjf. 
a learning task^ and an examination is a procedure which enables 
him to- give evidence of this ability before one or more judges/ 

Both learning objectives and examinations may therefore be 
described in terms of the same operations, though this is not 
necessarily the case. 

On the basis of these and similar considerations T\ 
interpreted my task as giving an operational specification of 
the threshold-level as a learning objectivo and that in a 
non-language-specific way^ i.ec in such a way that the 
specification would be applicable to all European languages. 
If this proved to be possible a basis would be provided for the 
comparability that I spoke of before 
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Of course. It was obvious right from the start that I 
would run into a great many difficulties, both of a practical 
and of a theoretical nature. Moreover, if it appeared that 
fundamental research would be needed for the fulfilment of 
my task I would have to find an alternative because there would 
be neither enough time nor sufficient funds available for this. 

If this sounds \lk.e a very unsatisfactory start ing--point, 
I would remind you that it is norm al for educational innovation 
projects to be carried out on a ridiculously tight budget by 
people who cannot really spare the time. It is also normal, 
if practical results are the aim, to set aside most of rne's 
theoretical scruples and academic reservations. Unless one is 
willing to do this one can never hope to produce concrete 
proposals at the rate at which our rapidly changing society 
requires them. Society just cannot afford to wait for the 
experts to solve their problems to their own' satisfaction 
before it introduces innovations into its structure^ For the 
experts this entails the obligation to recommend courses of 
action even without having solved most of their problems, in 
other words to stick their necks out even if they would much 
prefer not to do so. 

If I have rather emphasised this point, it is because I 
want to be absolutely clear about it that the socially 
committed researcher Is in a very different position from the 
purely academic scientist and that this may ponsiderably affect 
his method of research. 

In the case of my own two papers this means that what value 
they may have lies in their capacity to serve as a basis for 
serious discussion by a group of practitioners, experts and 
policy-makers such as yours. I would request you to approach 
them in the same spirit that is with a determination to 
establish something tangible and concrete which may serve a 
useful purpose in the immediate future. We shall not be unduly 
alarmed if you reject my proposals partly or even totally, but 
it would be a very serious matter indeed if in that case yoi. 
did not replace them by something capable of equally concrete 
and practical exemplification. 

Very soon after the start of my work Iirealised that 
what I had been asked to do was impossible. The threshold-level, 
as a level guaranteeing a successful learner that he would 
survive, linguistically speaking, in a- foreign language 
community, as a level below which no further levels could be 
usefully distinguished, just did not exist. We all know that 
Some people have an amazing capacity for communication with 
foreign language speakers even if their command of the 
language concerned is practically non-existent. We also know 
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that others fail to establish any communication worth speaking 
of even on the basis of a few years of foreign lan^^uage study. 
We also know that minimum language needs may differ so V/idely 
that one man's survival level might be another's frustration 
level,, A tourist who finds himcelf in a foreign country may 
perhaps get along quite happily on a vocabulary of barely more 
than a hundred words ^ mostly concrete nouns and a few action 
verbs^ state-adjectives and modal adverblals^ vjhereas a 
migrant labourer may need a much larger vocabulary and a 
greater command of grammatical structure if he is to survive - 
linguistically speaking - in his occupational environments 
Again, a grandfather who wishes to be able to read the letters 
sent^ to him by his fond relatives^ second generation emigrants 
to a foreign language community^ will find that his minimum 
level will have to be a fairly high one. It will be even 
higher for those whose minimum requirement is the ability to 
make some sense of articles in popular newspapers and the 
more general type of radio programmes. 

The conclusion from all this is not that there is no 
need for a well-defined threshold-level. It can only be that 
the height of the threshold-level cannoc be determined on the 
basis of minimum language needs because there is no such thing 
as a more or less definable minimum. In addition, the 
acquisition of foreign language proficiency is not a process with 
r^atural Articulation points tout a continuum* It follows from 
this that the height of the threshold-level cannot be determined 
either on the basis of an inf ra-llnguistic criterion., The. 
criterion I ultimately chose was estimated average study time* . 
The threshold-level which I tried to define is^ in fact^ the 
general proficiency level which I expected the average European 
adult learner to be able to reach in a year's time, given the 
availability of adequate language learning facilities My 
assessment of the average adult's foreign language acquisition 
capacity was based on data available from various sources, 
especially those provided by the German Volkshochschulverband . 
In this organisation the average study time for a proficiency 
level two to three r-imes as high in terms of lexical and 
/grammatical content is two or three years o This, then, has been 
the main criterion for determining the height of the 
threshold-level: the level which can presumably be reached 
after an. average study time of one year. The content of t'^e 
level has, of course, been determined on other grounds. The 
main criterion for this has been the estimated usefulness 
for the majority of adult language learners in the majority 
of everyday situations. The procedure used for determining 
this content is described in the two papers I have produced 
for the Council of Europe and which have now been submitted 
to you for group discussions. The concrete results of this 
procedure are also presented in full, especially in my 
second paper. Other proposals have been made by Professor Wilkins 
with exemplification for the threshold-level. I think you will 
find J when you compare the actual r-^'sults of our two 
approaches in terms of proposed threshold-level contents that 
the two are supplementary to each othex- rather than 
incompatible. 
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It should be clear from what I have said so far that, in 
my vievj, the term threshold-level, like the terms survival 
level, basic competence level, minimum level, etc., is somewhat 
misleading. In fact, a much more appropriate name for the 
level I have tried to define would be "first general proficiency 
16vel" , 

I shall not go into any further detail with regard to the 
actual definition of this^level as proposed in my second paper, 
because it is all in the paper and I would merely be repeating 
what you have all been able to read (I hope) before coming 
■ to St . V/olf gang. 

At the beginning of this introduction I mentioned the 
dualism of our approach towards the development of a unic/credit 
system.,. I would like to end by arguing that there is no internal 
conflict in this dualism, that, in fact, the concept of a 
threshold-level and the proposed definition of this level, are 
fully compatible with the philosophy behind the unit/credit 
system and with the specification of the outlines of the 
system as provided by other members of our group. 

The unit /credit system will consist of modules grouped 
into, units for vjhich credits may be granted. The modules are 
separace learning tasks specified in terms of language activities 
with respect to certain language materials appropriate to 
certain roles in certain situations. The system is learner 
centred not only in the determine t ion of the content of the 
modules on the basis of learners' needs but also in the freedom 
it offers to Individual learners to select those modules which 
will best serve their purposes. Each learner will therefore 
be free to select his own group of modules on the basis of his 
own needs or wishes. The threshold-level is one such group of 
modules It i? that group of modules which is supposed to be 
the most useful combination to the majority of adult beginners 
and therefore the combination most likely to be chosen by them. 

So far no separate modules have been defined within the 
threshold-level. This is because the development of the 
principles of the unit/credit system was undertaken simultaneously 
v/ith and> for practical reasons, separately from that of the 
threshold-level .^ 

However, this should not detract from the usefulness of 
the threshold-level as long as the two developments can be 
integrated. That such an integration is feasible I have tried 
to demonstrate . . 
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If no modules can be distinguished yec, there are other- 
sub divisions v/ithin the threshold-level which constitute more 
of less natural units. I aiii referring to the four skills 
listenint^^ speakin;5, reading and writing. The threshold-levol 
aa a v;hole constitutes a general competence level covering each 
of i'he four skills. It would be erroneous, however, to a^fsrir-ie- 
that all learners would need - or wish - to master each .T-ki^i'-- . 
Therefore;, it must be made possible for each learner to chou.^o 
chat .skill or that combination of skills which suits his n3-.:l:; 
or his inclination. This means that if any sort of off icial 
recognition is to be given to a successful learner^ this shoi-id 
not be limited only to those who have reached the threshold - 
leveX in each skill. The principle of individualisation of the 
learning process conflicts with a rigid system of certif icai:e.s 
granted only for an overall command of a foreign language = 
This principle rather demands the issue of learner^s profiles 
v;hich certify their achievements in separate skills and in 
separace areas of language use, A by no means negligible effect 
of this procedure will be an enormous reduction of failuro rate.^^ 
A system which aims at fostering motivation should attempt to 
■eliminate the chances of failure as much as possible especiP.lly 
in adult education. A great many of our prospective learn.^rr:^ 
will nave no previous record of educational achievements A 
sj'-stern vjhich would encourage these people to undertake fresh 
learning efforts should try to recognise any kind of achievoineut 
however limited this may be. 

This^ then^, would be one way to prevent the rigidity which 
I mentioned in the early part of this introduction. Now vjhat 
about the rigidity imposed by a minutely defined learning 
objective? IVe are all of us aware of the clogging effect of 
many examinations and tests on educational progress. Once an 
objective has. been defined and corresponding examinaisionc and 
tests have been developed it tends to determine the course of 
education for a much longer time than it was originally intendorl 
'co^ This is not only due to nauural inertia but also to lack ol* 
facilities - people and money - for frequent , revision c This 
n^^ed not be - and must not be - the case with the thresl:io.].c' ^ ^.'"^"^ 
If the unit/credit system, and within it the threshold--level, 
is to function adequately at all provisions should be made to 
make permanent revision and adaptation possible. This means tha 
a permanent European board should be created whose task it wji.L 
be not only to stimulate and co-ordinate the further deveiopin^^- .v 
01 the system but also to ensure that it is constantly adapted 
to changing learners' needs. Such a board would cost money, 
more money/ in fact, than has been available so far for this 
project. However, I refuse to believe that such funds couJd. not 
be obtained for an unde-^taking of the scope and importance of a 
Europ.3an unit /credit system in adult foreign language learning. 
It might be one of the results of this Symposium that in 
future it will be possible to obtain funds more easily « 
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Whether this v/111 be the case will to a large extent depend on 
how practical^ feasible and concrete our final recomniendations 
are going to bo. Tliis I v;ould recornmend as the guiding 
principle of all your Ccmmittce discussions: aim at practical^ 
feasible and concrete recoinm-ind-at ions . If we are not successful 
in this we can hard?-7 3xp3ct the real and very concrete world 
of language to?,cliiiig ocnf ronl^d'-l tvilth "he cmrlnently practical 
needs of its loarnGrr* to 'ijalco mi:ch notice of our proposals. 

Your discussions of uhe threshold -IcJvel in particular can 
be directed at thA,s alr^r In r.-jy second paper you find very 
concrete proposals not only for the definition of this level 
but also for its inirlenientation , v would suggest that the 
emphasis of the group discussion;:; dealing with this subject 
during th^ first part of this Syn^posium should be on the nature 
and the definition of the threshold-level and that the 
specialists* group In the latter half of the Symposium should 
concentrate on i:nplz^n:entation prc'olemSr. I would like to make 
it very cleai* to you that my proposals at this stage are no 
more than draff prcyposals. They have hardly been discussed 
beyond tho sir.al'J. group of the Steering Committee and your 
reactions v/:ll t^- f-i:3.sentlal to [five them a more definitive 
stctiis* Soii.o questions v;c would particularly like to have your 
views on are the follotjings 

lo Do you fr.oi tl'Cro Is a need for a threshold-level as 
a first gf.n^r:?,?. ocmpr?tci3ce ?.ovol or would you wish to 
glvo it a Oii.rfc-ron-: fUiiction v/ithin the unit /credit 
systeuj. jJ: z-^ \:h'\t .?"ar.ctic::j,? 

2c Should the thr''.'Sho3d-0.c;vr^ j. be tho same for all learners 
and for al'.. TA-ropsan icn^uagf^s^. as it is proposed in my 
papers^ or rncvj/?. nhc o.o;itcnt^: be more variable in 
accordance; ^-i.th [v/.ciia!^,., :;onxa.l and individual 
c irci:.^!3tan ■ ? 

Should a tL]:^^'^h.):jj.^'1'y^rol b-: dsfincd as narrowly as it 
is prcposrc. In n-'y v-^rovi',. :e« especially in terms of 
linguist :.c cc:\tcnt :\nd operations., or should different 
defining (iriteria be empioy^-)d, if so what criteria? 

4g If my ami proposals, together with those made by 

Professor \7:.lk:.r^s^ can serve ras a working basis for the 
developn^^^'it of the threshold --levels what changes general 
or detailed - i;ould you vjic-h to bo made in them? If 
you proxcr to r^-ject the proposals totally^ what would 
you propose instead? Please be as concrete as possible. 

For the discussions of the Thresho.ld^'level Committee in 
the second part of the week I would reco'mmend especially the 
following topi6s: 
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1. Should a permanent central agency be established? 
If this question Is answered In the affirmative: 

2. In what organisational framework should it be set up? 

3. What should be the duties of this agency? 

4. What should be its powers? 

5- What should be its relations with educational 
organisations , producers , publishers , etc . ? 

6. How should it be composed? 

?• How much time will its members be expected to have 
available for It? 1 

8. Should a permanent bureau ''be> at its disposal? 

9* Should it have research facilities, if so what 
facilities will be needed? 

If the first question is answered negatively: 

2. How is the further development of the threshold-level 
to be ensured? 

3- How is the threshold-level to be introduced into 
adult education? 

4. How is periodical revision and adaptation of the 
threshold-level specifications to be ensured? 

5. How much further should the Steering Committee continue 
its work on the threshold -level? 

These questions, I assume, will keep you quite busy 
during your group discussions. The effort you will make to 
answer them will not be wasted. It will materially affect 
the future course of European adult language learning. By 
doing so it will also affect the growth of European 
understanding and unity. 



